immaculate, and to act like goddesses of wisdom, just come forth highly finished Minervas from the head of Jove" (21). In defiance of such narrative norms, Wollstonecraft insists that fictional women, and by extension women readers, must be allowed mortal status; they too must confront their passions in order to achieve the self-knowledge and status afforded to the hero. Although heroes are fallible, their stories are ones of transformation; experience leads them to greater wisdom and thus the joys of virtue. Women characters, however, have been represented as mythic creatures born innately perfect or flawed; their narratives allow no opportunity for change. They are not allowed to "become wise and virtuous" but are marked as either intrinsically moral or immoral, hence they remain static, "becoming" nothing at all.
In many ways, then, Wollstonecraft's narrative theory, as expressed in The Wrongs of Woman, corresponds to the political theory she elaborates in the Vindication. Indeed, she first rejects the conventional heroine in the Vindication: "For man and woman, truth, if I understand the meaning of the word, must be the same; yet the fanciful female character, so prettily drawn by poets and novelists, demanding the sacrifice of truth and sincerity, virtue becomes a relative idea, having no other foundation than utility, and of that utility men pretend arbitrarily to judge, shaping it to their own convenience" (51). The fictional heroines of late eighteenth-century novels and tales, like the middle-class women discussed in her political treatise, fail to learn "true" virtue because they are ensconced in the conventions of ideal behavior. According to Wollstonecraft, women must develop "independence of character" and take action rather than merely "play-act" appropriate social behaviors. In the Vindication she argues for a new pedagogy, which teaches women to both learn and value the difference between chastity and virtue. In The Wrongs of Woman, she creates two heroines who successfully achieve self-knowledge by rejecting society's facile estimation of their complex lives in which sexuality, personal morality, and social status are inextricably interwoven. Furthermore, in representing two such radically transgressive heroines, she challenges the reader's ability to distinguish between "true" virtue and vice, hence enacting the textual education only hypothesized in 1792.
A Vindication of the Rights of Woman has long been a site of interpretive contest among feminist literary critics. For the purposes of my argument both here and in a later discussion of The Wrongs of Woman, I am interested in examining two significant questions raised by the text. Firstly, what role does Wollstonecraft ascribe to sexuality in her
